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tive competition? Other theories of biological evolution arose in the years preceding the publication of The Origin of Species in 1859 that would have served as well. Robert Chambers published in 1844 a theory of biological evolution which could have been used by the later Social Darwinists. But his theory won him notoriety rather than fame.3 Herbert Spencer used the phrase "survival of the fittest" as early as 1852 in writing on biological evolution.4 It later became a major slogan of the Social Darwinists. But it is significant that they attributed the concept to Darwin rather than to Spencer. The same fate awaited the idea of the struggle for existence which Malthus popularized more than half a century before the publication of the Origin of Species.5
The question of why the so-called Social Darwinists chose Darwin's theory rather than other compatible theories to rationalize their social preconceptions raises a more complex problem. Why was Darwin's theory of natural selection able to organize a school of influential social thought while similar theories were either rejected or died in obscurity? It would be inaccurate to say that Darwinism became the model for social theory because of its undisputed triumph in biology. Investigators in biology and related fields continued to have serious reservations about essential aspects of Darwin's theory of natural selection long after the theory was accepted as social gospel by many.6 It only begs the question to say that the time was ripe for Darwinism as a social theory. The question is precisely why the time was ate. Misery and want were the result of nature which no man nor institution could change.23
In his first essay of 1798, Malthus had put forth two propositions: "First, that food is necessary to the existence of man. Second, that the passion between the sexes is necessary, and will remain nearly in its present state. These two laws ever since we have had any knowledge of mankind, appear to have been fixed laws of our nature.... Assuming, then, my postulata as granted, I say, that the power of population is indefinitely greater than the power in the earth to produce subsistence for man. Population, when unchecked, increases in a geometrical ratio. Subsistence only increases in an arithmetical ratio."24
The Malthusian argument rested upon two different sets of assumptions. The first, contained in the two propositions concerning food and sex, is self-evident. The second, in the ratio series contrasting the differential reproduction rate between men and plants and animals, Malthus also thought to be self-evident. He failed to see, however, that if human populations increased at a geometrical ratio, animals and plants increased as rapidly, if not more so. If food increased at an arithmetical ratio, then human populations could not have, and had not, ever increased at a geometrical ratio since the food did not exist to support the increase at that ratio. The Malthusian ratios were a misinterpretation of a simple arithmetical correspondence: human population and subsistence increase roughly in the same proportions until the limits of food production restrict the growth of population.25
Darwin was forcibly struck by the Malthusian quantitative demonstration of the inevitable pressure of population on subsistence. According to Malthus this pressure must result in a struggle for existence. Before Darwin read Malthus he had come to see that species undergoing changes that favored their adaptation to the environment would proliferate and form new species. Although Darwin understood that "natural selection" was the principle of such adaptation, Beer maintains that Darwin "had not recognized how nature enforced this principle until he read Malthus."26 There Darwin found a quantitative demonstration of why the struggle for existence was inevitable in nature which he introduced into his theory of natural selection: "A struggle for existence inevitably follows from the high rate at which all organic beings tend to increase. Every being, which during its natural lifetime produces several eggs or seeds, must suffer destruction during some period of its life, and during some season or occasional year, otherwise, on the principle of geometrical increase, its numbers would quickly become so inordinately great that no country could support the product. Hence, as more individuals are produced than can possibly survive, Unlike Malthus, who saw the struggle for existence leading to misery and vice for the greater part of mankind, Darwin saw struggle in the plant and animal world as part of the process of natural selection by which the biologically unadapted are weeded out: "When we reflect on this struggle, we may console ourselves with the full belief, that the war of nature is not incessant, that no fear is felt, that death is generally prompt, and that the vigorous, the healthy, and the happy survive and multiply." (1871), Darwin came directly to the point: "With savages, the weak in body or mind are soon eliminated; and those that survive commonly exhibit a vigorous state of health. We civilised men, on the other hand, do our utmost to check the process of elimination; we build asylums for the imbecile, the maimed, and the sick; we institute poor-laws; and our medical men exert their utmost skill to save the life of everyone to the last moment. There is reason to believe that vaccination has preserved thousands, who from a weak constitution would formerly have succumbed to small-pox. Thus the weak members of civilised societies propagate their kind. No one who has attended to the breeding of domestic animals will doubt that this must be highly injurious to the race of man. It is surprising how soon a want of care, or care wrongly directed, leads to the degeneration of a domestic race; but excepting in the case of man himself, hardly anyone is so ignorant as to allow his worst animals to breed."38 Darwin added, however, that even if men could restrain their sympathy for the less fortunate members of society, it would only be by a deterioration of the most noble part of their nature. But Darwin did not expect all men to act in such a noble manner. This and the increase in human population meant that men would never escape the evils arising from the struggle for existence. But this was not a bad thing, Darwin assured his readers: if men had not been subject to natural selection in former The analogy which Darwin drew in his letters and in The Descent of Man between evolution among plants and animals and among civilized men is not at first glance implausible. The biological process of evolution allows both men and animals to pass on biological information from one generation to the next by similar processes. Both store the transmitted biological information in the fertilized egg, which in interaction with the environment, sets limits to the development of the individual. In Darwin's time the mechanism of heredity was not understood, but the fact of hereditary variation was obvious.41
Reasoning by such analogy is fruitful if it is clearly understood that the comparison is not between similar things but between different things which have similar relations. Men and animals have similar relations because they share the common experience of evolution. They are essentially different, however, because men also experience a process of social evolution qualitatively different from biological evolution. The potentialities of social evolution are richer than biological evolution because its transmission of information from generation to generation is emancipated from the limitations of space and time imposed by biological evolution. It is not limited to direct contact between two individuals at a given time, nor is its information stored in a fertilized egg, nor does it depend on information from only two individuals. The potentialities for transmitting information from generation to generation in social evolution are so adequate for adapting to the environment, as well as for modifying it, that social evolution may make biological evolution superfluous for survival.42 What Darwin wrote in his letters concerning the applicability of the struggle for existence to the social evolution of man was of no consequence for the interpretation of the Origin of Species. These letters contained his private speculations and were not necessarily a logical extension of his work on the theory of natural selection. But Darwin's failure in his letters to make a consistent distinction between biological and social evolution did carry over into his Descent of Man: "Natural selection follows from the struggle for existence; and this from a rapid rate of increase. It is impossible not to regret bitterly, but whether wisely is another question, the rate at which man tends to increase; for this leads in barbarous tribes to infanticide and many other evils, and in civilized nations to abject poverty, celibacy, and to the late marriages of the prudent. But as man suffers from the same physical evils as the lower animals, he has no right to expect an immunity from the evils consequent on the struggle for existence. was a misnomer but he suggested that his readers should not take the term so literally. Darwin also admitted that he might seem to have portrayed natural selection as though it were an active power, a deity, or nature personified. He reminded his readers that it was difficult to avoid personifying the aggregate action and product of many natural laws. In summarizing his answer, Darwin suggested that his critics study his theory more closely: "With a little familiarity such superficial objections will be forgotten."52 Alfred Wallace wrote to Darwin in 1866 that natural selection was only a metaphorical expression of Herbert Spencer's survival of the fittest. Moreover, natural selection as a term was inadequate because the process of evolution was not so much the selection of favorable species as the elimination of unfavorable ones. Besides, Darwin used natural selection to mean not only the survival of the fittest but also the change produced by the survival of the fittest.53 Darwin agreed with Wallace on this last point: "Your criticism on the double sense in which I have used Natural Selection is new to me and unanswerable; but my blunder has done no harm, for I do not believe that any one, excepting you, has ever observed it."54 This was typical of Darwin in replying to such criticisms of his theory: to agree and yet to find reasons why it was unnecessary to change the terminology of the theory. "The term Natural selection has now been so largely used abroad and at home," Darwin added, "that I doubt whether it could be given up, and with all its faults I should be sorry to see the attempt made. 
